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Abstract: This paper aims to investigate the ways industrial design students approach service design
projects. Taking the unique aspects of services compared to products into account, first, the notion of the
studio project was discussed from a service design perspective. The elements of service design projects
were articulated as the offering; the modules and interfaces; and the suppliers, customers and resources.
Then, using an undergraduate service design elective course as a case, a thematic account of nine student
projects was developed. Four design strategies utilized by industrial design students in their service design
project development efforts were inductively identified: replacing a product with a service idea;
reconceptualising an existing service in a local context; expanding the scope of a professional service
through digital channels; and changing the target user group of an existing service and redesigning the
customer journey. These strategies were distinguished by the locus element of the projects and the amount
of iteration that took place between the three project elements. The results show that the design strategy
followed, impacts the degree of novelty of the proposed service. Consequently, for successful service design
projects, students and design teams need to combine different methods to visually manifest the
parameters and limits of the service, decide on the locus project element that will guide the design process,
and continuously explore and seize new ideas that emerge from the interactions between the different
project elements.
Keywords: design strategy; industrial design; service design; studio projects; teaching and learning

1 Introduction
This paper is concerned with investigating how industrial design students approach service design projects. The global
shift from a manufacturing economy to a knowledge and service economy has triggered the development of service
design as a profession, in relation to the demand in private-, public-, and third-sector organizations (Sun & Runcie,
2016). In line with these developments, service design programs and courses have become more widespread in
leading schools, including the Master’s in Service Design at the Royal College of Art (RCA), MDes Service Design
Innovation at the University of the Arts London, Design Innovation and Service Design at Glasgow School of Art,
Service Design at Savannah College of Art and Design, Service Design at Politecnico di Milano, and Service Design and
Engineering at Aalto University (Sun & Runcie, 2016). Findeli (2001, p. 6) has also criticized the “overemphasis upon
the material product”; “the aesthetics based almost exclusively on material shapes and qualities”; and “the sense of
history conditioned by the concept of material progress” in the design discipline, highlighting the efforts to lay down
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new foundations for design education. He proposed four scenarios in which the product-centred attitude could be
replaced by a new one:
1. Shifting toward a systems approach and complexification that pushes material artefacts to the background in
favour of the actors within the system;
2. Systematically questioning the design brief with a focus on the human context yielding the brief rather than the
classical product description brief;
3. Transferring the methodologies developed for the design of material products to the world of immaterial
services;
4. Engaging in a more sustainable design attitude that emphasizes the necessity for products to vanish in the near
future (Findeli, 2001).
Service design emphasizes co-creation (Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018), value relations among different stakeholders (Kimbell,
2011), and representation techniques that help to visualize these value relations (Morelli, 2009). Thus, the number
and variety of the components, activities, and actors involved in the design process increase. These tenets of service
design potentially make the project at hand more complex compared to designing a pure product.
In the following sections, a literature review is presented that discusses the changing nature of studio projects from a
service design perspective. Next, an overview of an undergraduate service design elective course is provided with an
analysis of the student projects. The results illustrate the various design strategies used by the students, elaborating
on the relations between different project elements during the process of designing a new service. The last section
entails the conclusions.

2 Service Design and the Changing Nature of Studio Projects
With the growth of the service economy, design in this new era is going through a shift in focus from product-centred
thinking to system and service-oriented thinking (Young, 2008). Hence, new opportunities are emerging as design
moves from lower level product-centred design strategies to the complexities involved in designing business processes
and customer touch-points on an organizational level (Cooper, Junginger & Lockwood, 2009). Additionally, in
comparison with the recent past, designers’ roles have expanded from being a shaper of industrial products to acting
as a mediator between the different knowledge cores in an organization (Zurlo & Cautela, 2014). These changes
highlight several core factors in the designers’ activity: from global to local systems, from material production to value
co-production, and interaction among different actors (Morelli, 2009). Hence, designers should not only consider the
product development process itself but also the holistic service-product system context.
Service design is a young discipline that has emerged as a creative and holistic approach to service innovation (Meroni
& Sangiorgi, 2011; Stickdorn & Schneider, 2010), and since the 2000s, it has established its own disciplinary
foundations (Sangiorgi & Prendiville, 2015). In a recent study, Yu and Sangiorgi (2018) have shown how service design
can contribute to the contextual and holistic understandings of user experiences, aligning system actors to the user
experience, and building long-term capabilities to implement value co-creation. These findings complement the view
that describes service design as “an exploratory process that aims to create new kinds of value relations between
diverse actors within a socio-material configuration” (Kimbell, 2011; p. 41).
Bousbaci and Findeli’s (2005) conceptualisation of projects provides a useful basis to identify the elements that
constitute a studio project in the service design domain. They have illustrated three project elements as the product or
the outcome of the project; the process of the project; and the actors i.e. the stakeholders of the project (Bousbaci &
Findeli, 2005). The unique aspects of services such as the high level of customer/user input into their production
process (Sampson & Froehle, 2006), their requirement for continuous incremental improvements (Zomerdijk & Voss,
2010), and their exploratory nature (Spring & Araujo, 2013), necessitate a reconsideration of these elements in
service-related terms.

3 Elements of the Service Design Project
This section explores the elements that constitute the project in the context of services and emphasizes service design
aspects that are discussed in the previous literature. Building on Findeli and Bousbaci’s (2005) conceptualisation of the
design project, the three elements are identified as the offering, the modules and interfaces, and the suppliers,
customers and resources, as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The elements of the project in the service design domain (adapted from Bousbaci & Findeli, 2005).

3.1 The Offering
With the added service, the offering as an element of the project can be referred to as a product-service combination,
or in Richard Normann’s (2001) terms, a process reconfiguration, which is “designed to more effectively enable and
organize co-production” (p. 114). Mason and Spring (2011) combine concepts from marketing and economic sociology
and characterise the offering as comprising the value creation opportunity emerging from alternative combinations of
artefacts, access to suppliers’ capabilities, and activities performed by the suppliers on the customers’ property. Thus,
the main focus becomes the nature of the producer-user interaction, rather than the features of a particular product
or service (Mason & Spring, 2011). Drawing upon Normann’s (2001) conceptualisation of the offering once more,
students are first required to design a platform, described as an “inventory of past activities in frozen form” (p. 119).
This entails determining the process, tools, and staff that would be used for all users and deciding on the boundaries
of the offering. The next step comprises the specification of a “code for value-creating activities” (Normann, p. 119).
At this stage, students are expected to consider the means that would allow customers/users to be able to get partly
involved in designing their own solutions.

3.2 The Modules and Interfaces
According to Tuunanen, Bask and Merisalo-Rantanen (2012) and Spring and Santos (2014), a service module can be
defined as a system of components or a subset of activities that offers a well-defined functionality by the service
provider for the benefit of the customer via a precisely described interface. The application of modularity principles to
services create important opportunities for customization and personalization (Brax, Bask, Hsuan & Voss, 2017). de
Blok, Meijboom, Luijk, Schols and Schroeder (2014, p. 186) have proposed an adapted definition of interfaces: “The
set of rules and guidelines governing the flexible arrangement, interconnections, and interdependence of service
components and service providers.” Service interfaces are characterized by their material heterogeneity, through
which intangible resources are actualized and made available to bodily perception (Secomandi & Snelders, 2011). de
Blok et al. (2014) have also suggested that interfaces ensure the flow of information among service providers and the
smooth flow of customers between service components. Thus, the process of a service design project mainly involves
designing the modules that consist of a set of experiences and as illustrated by Spring and Santos (2014), the intermodular connections that are formalized by interfaces.

3.3 The Suppliers, Customers and Resources
From a service lens, the term actors refers to customers, organizations and non-human entities such as technology
that participate in value creation (Patrício, Gustafsson & Fisk, 2018). Associating the concept of value with use and
context has shifted the focus from the units of output to the interactions in the service network (Sangiorgi &
Prendiville, 2015). This has given rise to the views that described service “as a perspective on the customer’s value
creation” and “as a perspective on the provider’s activities” (Grönroos, 2008, p. 300). In line with these views, the
suppliers either become a value facilitator by providing the resources (i.e. goods, services, information or other
resources) that will support its customers’ value creation; or a co-creator of value by directly engaging in and
influencing its customers’ value-generating processes (Grönroos, 2008). A service design project therefore entails the
detailed description of the roles that suppliers, customers and resources play in the service ecosystem.
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4 The Case of an Undergraduate Service Design Elective Course
4.1 Overview of the Course and Learning Outcomes
This study focused on an undergraduate service design elective course that was taught by the author in the Industrial
Design Department of a private university. The main aim of the course is to strengthen the knowledge regarding
service design approaches and methods. The duration of the course is 14 weeks. The first 4 weeks comprise the
introduction to the course outline and lectures about the emergence and development of service design, service
design methods and tools, and examples of service design projects at different levels and sectors. In the following 5
weeks, the students analyse the problem context, find examples of best practices, conduct desk and user research,
and generate ideas. The last 5 weeks entail service concept development, visualisation, and presentation of the
projects. The stages of the project according to the weekly course schedule is shown in Table 1.
Table 1. The stages of the project according to the weekly course schedule.
Weeks

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

Introduction to the course
and lectures
Analysis of the problem
context/benchmarking
Desk and user research
Idea generation
Concept development and
visualisation
Final presentation

The learning outcomes of the course are as follows:
• Being able to apply service design approach and methods in the creation of service offerings,
• Being able to interpret information that is relevant to the given service design problems,
• Being able to utilize various techniques which will enable the discovery of user needs and new business
opportunities,
• Being able to conceptualise and communicate service ideas,
• Being able to collect and analyse data for studies on service design.
Van Aken (2005) has argued that process designers need to structure the design process to allow for subsequent
management of this process and for coordination between the various parties involved in it. This principle is also
applicable to course designs. Therefore, it is significant for instructors (in this case they are the process designers) to
develop a flexible course structure that allows students (in this case they are the service designers) to work on the
areas chosen by themselves and that provides them with the necessary tools to communicate the service system.
Along the same lines, in this elective course, students determined the scope of the service design project themselves
and targeted diverse areas including healthcare and well-being, maintenance and repair, travel and transportation.
Moreover, based on the examples shown in the course lectures, they visualized their service concepts using different
service design techniques such as personas, customer journey maps and storyboards.

4.2 Data Collection and Analysis
The initial sample comprised 15 students who took the service design elective course during the 2017-2018 academic
year. After the completion of the projects, those of a convenience sample of nine students (N=9), who successfully
fulfilled the requirements of the course, were analysed. An overview of the selected projects is presented in Table 2.
To track their progress, students were asked to keep a project log book with which to document the different stages
of the service design process. The log books enabled them to note down their observations, evaluations of best
practices, desk research, and personal experiences, which served as qualitative elements. To guide the documentation
of the projects and to gather a standardized data set, the students provided answers to the following questions: a)
What are the objectives of the proposed service? b) What is the value added? c) Are there any similar examples in
4
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different sectors? d) Who are the main competitors? Moreover, several design tasks were completed by the students
through in-class assignments. These included creating a persona, mapping the main stakeholders, and filling out a
business model canvas that provided additional information on the key partners, key resources, revenue streams, and
cost structure, as shown in Figure 2 (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010).

Figure 2. A business model canvas example from a student project (Sayar, 2018).

Finally, each week, the students were allotted an hour to fill out a sheet (as illustrated in Figure 3), where they first
listed the activities that they had completed in relation to the project elements separately, and showed the
connections of these activities with the other project elements using arrows. These sheets were then added to the log
books, which were used to determine how many times the students went back and forth between elements during
their service design processes.

Figure 3. An example sheet showing the iterations between the project elements (Sayar, 2018).

The data gathered in the log books were coded and analysed using thematic analysis. The main phases of thematic
analysis are familiarizing oneself with the collected data and taking notes, generating initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, and providing clear definitions and names for each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006). First, a
thick description of the service design process was made, with emphasis on the interactions between the three
5
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project elements in each student project. Then, design activities performed by the students regarding the offering, the
modules and interfaces, and the suppliers, customers and resources were analysed and coded. This enabled the
identification of the project element that predominantly led to the generation of new ideas in the design process.
Analysis also focused on the amount of iteration that took place between the three elements within selected service
design projects. The second part of the analysis aimed to uncover patterns; including similarities and differences
between projects to articulate design strategies utilized by the industrial design students when they were asked to
design a service.
Table 2. Overview of the selected student projects.
The Offering
Project 1

An online platform that enables people to travel with volunteer tour guides

Project 2

A service that enables consumers to search for local producers/farmers and gain access to fresher ingredients

Project 3

A service that organizes social events to bring retirees with common hobbies together

Project 4

A maintenance and repair station network for cyclists

Project 5

A medication follow-up and delivery service for the elderly

Project 6

A service for exchanging books

Project 7

A service that shows the locations of street animals with injuries and the nearby vets to facilitate their treatment

Project 8

An ironing service

Project 9

A service that aims to provide emotional support for pregnant women and improve their well-being

4.3 Findings
The thematic analysis of the project log books revealed four design strategies utilized by the students: replacing a
product with a service idea, reconceptualising an existing service idea in a local context, expanding the scope of a
professional service through digital channels, and changing the target user group of an existing service idea and
redesigning the customer journey. Each strategy showed differences in terms of the locus element of the service
design projects and the number of iterations between the three project elements. Figure 4 illustrates the four
strategies. The coloured ellipses indicate the locus element which entails the main design decisions related to the
project and integrates the other service design project elements. The double-headed arrows show the amount of
iteration between elements during the design process, indicated as low (dashed lines), moderate (straight lines), or
high (bold straight lines). Below, the four service design strategies are explained in detail, through examples and
excerpts from the student projects.

4.3.1 Replacing a Product with a Service Idea
The first design strategy was replacing a product with a service idea. An increasing number of iterations between the
offering and modules and interfaces was observed, whereas the amount iteration between modules and interfaces
and customers, suppliers and resources was the lowest.
This strategy was evident in Project 6 (ironing service) and Project 8 (book exchange service). In these projects, the
students imagined that a service was sold in lieu of a product. It required a reconsideration of physical product
ownership, paving the way for service concepts based on sharing or designs that emphasized the purchase of an
outcome performed by the service provider. Hence, the offering acted as the locus element of the project and the
main source of design decisions. The students started their ideation phases from the product’s function and use (i.e.
the offering) and moved on to the design of modules and interfaces, resulting in a high amount of iteration between
these two project elements. For example, the designer of the book exchange service described his process as follows:
“Reading is generally seen as an individual activity, I thought about how to turn it into a more collective activity. I
wanted this service to bring together individuals who like the same book genres” (Student 8). The different book
genres then informed the service modules and interface. For example, the two main modules were identified as
fiction and non-fiction, so the first wireframe of the mobile application required the users to make a choice between
the two.
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Similarly, in the ironing service, the student divided the whole activity into three main modules as registering to the
system and booking the collection time, collection of the clothes, and delivery of the ironed clothes. The designer of the
project wrote: “Ironing is quite time-consuming, so as I’m taking over this activity as the service provider, I first need
to design a mobile application that is easy to use and a nice packaging for the ironed clothes, maybe something like a
gift box, to give the message: When you receive your clothes you’ll feel like you just bought them” (Student 6). Design
decisions related to the offering also required the students to redefine the roles of customers, suppliers and resources
in the service ecosystem, leading to a moderate amount of iteration between these project elements.
Compared to the strategies, reconceptualising an existing service idea in a local context and changing the target group
of an existing service idea and redesigning the customer journey, projects designed with this strategy had a lower
degree of novelty. One reason might be the fact that the students could directly rely on their own experiences
regarding product usage (in this case ironing and reading), and therefore, generating an understanding of customers,
suppliers and resources was not very critical at the early stages of the design process.

Figure 4. The relations between the three project elements in the identified service design strategies.

4.3.2 Reconceptualising an Existing Service Idea in a Local Context
The second strategy identified was reconceptualising an existing service idea in a local context, characterised by the
high amount of iteration between customers, suppliers and resources, and the offering. However, the amount of
iteration between the offering and modules and interfaces was the lowest.
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This strategy was evident in Project 4 (bicycle maintenance and repair service). This project entailed designing the
maintenance and repair stations specialized for the needs of cyclists. The locations of these stations were determined
through a comprehensive analysis of the customer experience. Hence, the locus element of the project was
customers, suppliers and resources, initiating the design requirements for the other two elements. The student
conducted interviews with cyclists to gather in-depth insights about their preferred bike routes in the city where the
service was intended to be used and about the challenges they faced. These insights then informed the creation of
two scenarios; the first one regarding how to get from a certain point A to point B by bike and the second one
regarding what to do in case of a flat tire. Storyboards were prepared for both scenarios that enabled the student to
translate the collected customer data into the service offering: “The frames that I developed in my storyboards
determined what I was going to offer, the boundaries of my service. There will be individual repair units with all the
basic tools for 10 cyclists in each station. Cyclists will also be able to get assistance from expert service staff. I am also
planning to include a small shop corner in each station, so that cyclists can buy all the accessories they need before or
during their journeys” (Student 4). Thus, iteration frequency between customers, suppliers and resources and the
offering was high. Design decisions based on customers, suppliers and resources also determined the design decisions
regarding the modules and interfaces; such as wireframes of the mobile user interface, the roles of the expert staff in
the stations, and design of the repair units. This corresponded to a moderate amount of iteration between these
elements.
The degree of novelty of the proposed service was relatively high compared to the services developed using the first
and third design strategies. This could explain the distribution of the amount of iteration between the project
elements. According to Trischler, Pervan, Kelly and Scott (2018), capturing detailed information about service
ecosystem actors’ usage and latent needs is central to new service innovation. Therefore, it was expected that
projects in which customers, suppliers and resources played the key role in the design process would lead to more
novel modules and interfaces and offerings.

4.3.3 Expanding the Scope of a Professional Service through Digital Channels
The third strategy, expanding the scope of a professional service through digital channels, was deployed in Project 1
(travel service) and Project 9 (emotional support for pregnant women). In these projects, the locus project element
was identified as modules and interfaces. Digital channels such as websites and mobile applications made the
professional services easily accessible to everyone. Furthermore, they served as platforms for sharing positive and
negative experiences, enabling the active participation of actors. The content of the offering also became more
dynamic, continuously evolving with the up-to-date inputs provided by the experts who delivered the service.
A notable observation in these projects was that the boundaries of the service offering was more anticipated, as the
students could easily gather existing information about related professional services provided by psychologists and
tour guides. Along these lines, the projects were more incremental in nature, requiring only a limited amount of
iteration between customers, suppliers and resources and the offering. For example, the designer of Project 9 only
conducted a desk research about the emotional challenges of pregnancy, with very limited input from experts
themselves. This information was then used to design the modules and interfaces, as the service was based on a digital
platform that would bring together psychologists to share their expertise. The travel service also necessitated a
technical infrastructure. As the designer explained: “Some people might have a limited budget or time for traveling,
especially abroad. I wanted them to select the destination they want to go and see the most popular locations of that
destination with a volunteer guide through a FaceTime video call” (Student 1). In sum, students who designed these
projects took advantage of ideas that aroused from modifications in the ways existing professional services were
delivered, such as using the opportunities provided by video communication technologies. It was also interesting to
note that design decisions about modules and interfaces mainly shaped the design process of the roles that customers,
suppliers and resources would play during service delivery, resulting in a high amount of iteration between these two
project elements.

4.3.4 Changing the Target User Group of an Existing Service Idea and Redesigning the Customer
Journey
The last strategy was identified as changing the target user group of an existing service idea and redesigning the
customer journey. Project 2 (finding local producers/farmers), Project 3 (organizing social events for retirees), Project
5 (medication follow-up and delivery service), and Project 7 (curing street animals) were inspired by the well-known
examples of location-based services, courier services, and event planning services. Similar to the second design
strategy -reconceptualising an existing service idea in a local context- the locus element of the project was identified
as customers, suppliers and resources, with the lowest amount of iteration taking place between the offering and
modules and interfaces. The degree of novelty in these projects were relatively high, supporting the view that service
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concepts need to be informed by the system actors’ contextual and holistic experiences to build long-term innovation
capability (Yu & Sangiorgi, 2018).
Therefore, the highest amount of iteration occurred between customers, suppliers and resources and the offering. For
example, Project 2 mainly applied the principles of Foursquare, but adapted these principles according to the
behaviours, needs, and contexts of a new target user group -people who would like to gain access to fresher
ingredients. In this service, users selected the category of the ingredients that they wanted to buy, located the farmers
who produced those ingredients, evaluated the quality of the ingredients, and followed other users. As shown in
Figure 5, Project 7 was also a location-based service, through which users could announce street animals that needed
treatment and take them to a nearby vet. In Project 5, pharmacies in a specific area were the main suppliers and the
service focused on the delivery of prescribed medicines to patients on a regular basis. Finally, the designer of Project 3
emphasized how his detailed analysis of the activities preferred by retired people defined the experience he aimed to
provide: “The qualitative and quantitative analysis of the questionnaire I applied enabled me to determine the most
common hobbies of my target users, so I could plan and select the events that would really enhance their quality of
life” (Student 3).

Figure 5. A service interface design from a student project (Sayar, 2018).

After setting the requirements for the offering by analysing and redefining the relations between different actors, the
next phase was redesigning the customer journey. Følstad and Kvale (2018) referred to this as customer journey
proposition that consists of generative activities leading toward a possible service to be. These generative activities
were also linked to the design of the service’s modules and interfaces, which resulted in a moderate amount of
iteration between this project element and customers, suppliers and resources.

5 Conclusion
Taking a broad perspective, university teaching itself can be perceived as a service, where value is co-created in a
process through which students interact with their peers, the instructor, and the course materials (Finne, 2018). In
design education, the project is the means that facilitates this co-creation process as it entails all the tangible
materials, the information, and the plan of action that guide the students towards the design outcome. Given the
unique aspects of services compared to products, this study revisited the notion of the studio project from a service
design perspective. Drawing upon Bousbaci and Findeli’s (2005) conceptualisation, the offering, modules and
interfaces, and suppliers, customers and resources were identified as the design project elements that needed to be
considered in the context of service-oriented thinking. During the development of a service design project, these
elements become agents that shape design decisions both at an individual student level and at a collective learning
level. In this way, the context within which designing takes place (i.e. the course itself) also evolves, providing more
9
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possibilities for knowledge exchange and feedback as the different project elements are visualised, shared, and
discussed.
The analysis of the nine selected service design projects revealed four design strategies utilized by industrial design
students, each reflecting different approaches to the project elements: replacing a product with a service idea,
reconceptualising an existing service idea in a local context, expanding the scope of professional services through
digital channels, and changing the target group of an existing service idea and redesigning the customer journey. The
results highlighted that each strategy was characterized by patterns of locus project element and amount of iteration
that took place between the project elements. Based on the findings, it can be argued that the design strategy used by
the students influence the novelty of the proposed service. In the second and fourth strategies, the locus element of
the projects was customers, suppliers and resources and the degree of novelty achieved was higher compared to the
projects that followed the first and third strategies. An essential aspect during the early stages of the design process is
understanding the unique knowledge that customers possess about their preferences and translating them into new
service concepts (Mahr, Lievens & Blazevic, 2014; Trischler et al., 2018). The analysis of the student projects supports
this view, and suggests that when a service design project is more radical in nature, human and non-human actors in
the service ecosystem become the initiator of all the main design decisions.
Furthermore, the increased complexity of the service design projects required a holistic approach to the project
elements. Students developed their ideas based on alterations in an existing product or service’s use context, use
scenario, ownership, and delivery channels. The design strategies followed showed that the three project elements
were viewed as interconnected, and students went back and forth between them, rather than working on them one
by one. This finding is in line with Santos and Spring’s (2013) argument that a structured progression of well-defined
stages and activities does not fully capture the particularities of a new service development process. Consequently, in
the conduct of service design projects, students and design teams need to combine different methods (i.e. personas,
journey maps, storyboards) to visually manifest the parameters and limits of the service, decide on the locus project
element that will guide the design process, and continuously explore and seize new ideas that emerge from the
interactions between the different project elements.
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